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Image 1: Tabs on the edges of Dionysius 
Gothofredus (ed.), Corpus juris civilis 
(Geneva: J. Vignon, 1614). Thysia 1803.
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Living on the 
             Edge
The Boundaries of the 
Book in the Bibliotheca Thysiana
On 29 September, 1653, a couple of days before his untimely death at the age  of 31, Johannes Thysius drew up his last will and testament. It was the founding 
document of the Leiden Bibliotheca Thysiana, since one of the testament’s stipulations 
was that after Johannes’ death his library should be turned into a public institution, in 
his words ‘for the public benefit of study’ (tot publijcque dienst der studie). Moreover,  
a vast sum of 20.000 guilders (for comparison, a craftsman earned six guilders per week) 
was made available from Thysius’s legacy  
for the construction of a modern library 
building (presently Rapenburg 25) (image 2), 
as well as an annual rent of 300 guilders for 
the upkeep of the collection.
Johannes Thysius must have been quite 
pleased had he known that more than 350 
years later his library would still be used by 
scholars, not only, however, for the contents 
of the books, but also for their physical ap-
pearance. Surely, one of the main assets of 
the Bibliotheca Thysiana is that it enables us 
to study the vibrant cultural and intellectual 
climate in the Dutch Republic at the middle of the seventeenth century. But the library 
also provide evidence on a range of other topics, such as the ways in which books in  
the early-modern period were made and used. The collection is rich in information  
about patterns in early-modern printing and publishing, previous owners of the  
books and their reading behaviour, and trends and traditions in book binding and  
ornamentation. This contribution will look at one small, but specific aspect of the  
material make-up of books in the library, their edges.
By Paul Hoftijzer
Extraordinary Professor of Book History, Leiden University
Image 2: Interior of the Bibliotheca Thysiana in Leiden.
126        TXT : Exploring the Boundaries of the Book
The last phase of the production process of a book is its binding. In the pre-modern 
period, books were hardly ever bound in prefabricated, uniform bindings. The ‘clothing’ 
of the book was very much  dependent on its intended use, as well as on the taste and 
financial means of the individual buyer, who upon acquisition decided what sort of  
binding he preferred. It explains the abundance of different book bindings in the 
Bibliotheca Thysiana. The binding could be made by the bookseller in whose shop the 
book was bought (and this might very well be the publisher himself as the functions of 
publisher, bookseller and bookbinder were not yet separated), but one could also take 
the book to one’s favourite bookbinder. Johannes Thysius himself employed one Leiden 
bookbinder, Wolther de Haes in the Houtstraat, who made good calf and parchment 
bindings and decorated them with blind and gold tooled ornaments. Those ornaments 
were only to be found on Thysius’s books.
The main function of the binding was protection against wear and tear and external 
threats, such as dust and dampness, which determined the choice of material: animal 
skin, mostly that of goat, calf and pig. Another was aesthetic pleasure and status; the 
binding could express one’s taste and position in society, for instance by the application 
of fashionable ornamentation or a family crest (supralibros). When the binding was fin-
ished, however, three of the four sides of the book were still uncovered, the edges (head, 
tail and fore edge). Often, these edges, after being trimmed smooth, were also worked on 
by the bookbinder. Protection again was the dominant consideration, the edges being, as 
it were, the soft underbelly of the book.
Protection could be provided by dying, sprinkling, or even marbling the edges with a 
coloured ink, paint, or oil, which provided a shield against dust (and since dust attracts 
moisture, the much more dangerous mildew) and which camouflaged spots. But here, 
too, the visual aspect was not forgotten. The dyes which were used were often a bright 
red, yellow, green or blue (image 5); sprinkling equally produced a striking effect, par-
ticularly when more than one colour was used (image 7).
Protection and aesthetics joined forces when gold, an incorruptible metal, was used 
on the edges. Applying it was a delicate and costly operation, as gold leaf had to be 
brushed very carefully onto the pressed edges, which had been treated first with an  
adhesive ‘glaire’ on the basis of eggwhite. The effect even after hundreds of years can 
still be breathtaking. It could be further enhanced by gauffering (from the French  
gaufrer, to emboss) the edges, that is impressing a heated instrument or roll onto the 
gilded edges. Examples in the Bibliotheca Thysiana show a variety of patterns with  
curling lines, flowers, hearts, etc. (image 3).
Apart from protection and decoration, the edges of a book were also treated for  
another purpose. Until the middle of the seventeenth century books were often placed  
on the shelves with their spines against the wall. The reason for this curious habit may 
have been that the protruding clasps, bosses and other metal fittings that were attached 
to the binding to reinforce and protect it, could easily damage neighbouring books when 
placing the book with the fore edge facing the wall. But whatever the reason, it created 
the opportunity to use the edges as a surface to write upon, for instance to register the 
name of the author, a short title of the work or its volume number (image 4), or to  
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Top to bottom: 
Image 3: Gilt and gauffered edges of Het boeck der psalmen (Middelburg: R. Schilders, 1591). Thysia 66.  
Image 4: Manuscript title on the fore-edge of Flavius Josephus, Praeclara opera (Paris: F. Regnault, 1514). Thysia 594.
Image 5: Dyed fore-edge of a heavily annotated manuscript of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (15th c.). Thysia 1674.
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secure its place on the shelf by giving it a number (image 6). A particularly nice  
example is found on an 1582 Italian edition of the Summa theologica of Thomas of  
Aquinas (Thysia 207), which has the portrait of the author on the spine (image 8).  
Thysius himself never seems to have practiced the custom; he used to write the name 
of the author and a short title on the spines of his books bound in parchment, which 
means that he shelved his books as we still do today. No examples, by the way, have 
been found of hidden fore edge painting, which can only be seen when the pages of the 
book are ‘fanned’. It is a type of decoration that became very popular in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.
Finally, one other use of the edges occurs in the collection of the Bibliotheca  
Thysiana. In a couple of books, especially the more voluminous handbooks on law,  
such as the 1614 Geneva edition of the Corpus iuris civilis (Thysia 1803), small  
numbered tabs or markers made of parchment 
have been attached to the fore edges for easy 
reference (image 1). The effect is quite nice, 
and has been compared to a piano keyboard, 
hence its Dutch name klavier. n
Left to right: 
Image 6: Fore-edge with shelf-number 13 of  
Elias Reusnerus, Opus genealogicum catholicum  
(Frankfurt am Main: N. Bassaeus, 1592). Thysia 781.  
Image 7: Sprinkled fore-edge in red and blue of  
Georgius Buchananus, Rerum Scoticarum historia (Frankfurt 
am Main: heirs of S. Feyerabend, 1594). Thysia 516.
Image 8: Fore-edge with a portrait of the author of Thomas 
of Aquinas, Summa theologiae, vol. II  
(Turin: heirs of N. Bevilacqua, 1582). Thysia 208.
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